Security Council

Introduction

The United Nations Security Council (UNSC) is one of the most powerful bodies in
international law. Created in 1945 when the UN Charter came into force, it has one main job:
maintaining international peace and security. What makes the Security Council special is that
its decisions are legally binding on all UN member states. When the Council tells countries to
do something under Chapter VII of the UN Charter, they have to comply - it's not just a
recommendation.

The Security Council emerged from the ashes of World War II, with the founders hoping to
create a system where major powers would work together to prevent future wars instead of
going at it alone. While it hasn't been perfect, it remains the centrepiece of how the international
community tries to handle conflicts and security threats.

Importance of the Security Council

The Security Council matters for several key reasons:

Legal Authority: Unlike many international bodies that can only make suggestions, the
Council can authorize military force, impose sanctions that cripple economies, and create
international courts. When it acts under Chapter VII, countries are legally obligated to follow
through. This makes it fundamentally different from organizations like the General Assembly,
whose resolutions are merely recommendations.

Forum for Dialogue: Even when countries disagree strongly, having a place where major
powers regularly meet and negotiate is valuable. During the Cold War, despite tensions
between the US and Soviet Union, they still sat at the same table. It's better to have rivals
arguing in a conference room than fighting on a battlefield.

International Legitimacy: There's a big difference between one country invading another and
the international community collectively deciding that intervention is necessary. Security
Council authorization provides that legal and moral stamp of approval. Military actions taken
with Council approval are seen as legitimate collective security measures rather than acts of
aggression.

Enforcement of International Law: Laws without enforcement are just words on paper. The
Security Council gives international law actual power to hold countries accountable. It's the
closest thing international law has to a global police force, though it depends on member states
to actually carry out its decisions.



Crisis Management: The Council serves as the world's emergency response system. When
conflicts erupt, humanitarian disasters unfold, or regional tensions threaten to spill over, the
Security Council can mobilize international action quickly, from sending peacekeepers to
coordinating humanitarian aid.

How the Security Council Works

The Security Council operates quite differently from other UN bodies. It doesn't meet just once
ayear - it's always on call. Each member has to have a representative at UN headquarters ready
to meet at any time, which allows the Council to respond quickly to crises.

The Council has 15 members, and each gets one vote. For most important decisions, you need
at least 9 votes to pass a resolution. But here's the catch: those 9 votes must include all five
permanent members voting yes (or at least not voting no). This is the famous veto power - any
of the five permanent members can single-handedly block a resolution they don't like.

The veto has been incredibly controversial. During the Cold War, the US and Soviet Union
blocked each other constantly, paralyzing the Council. Even today, Russia and China might
veto resolutions against their allies, while Western powers do the same. It's frustrating, but the
original idea was that major powers needed to agree before taking serious action, otherwise
you risk World War III.

The Council operates under different parts of the UN Charter depending on the situation.
Chapter VI deals with peacefully settling disputes through negotiation and mediation. Chapter
VII is the heavy-duty stuff - authorizing military force, imposing sanctions, basically anything
needed to deal with serious threats to peace.

Members and How They're Elected

The Security Council has two types of members with very different statuses.

The Permanent Five (P5): China, France, Russia, the United Kingdom, and the United States
hold permanent seats. They got these spots because they were the major Allied powers that
won World War II and had the biggest military capabilities. They never have to run for re-
election and they have veto power. This setup reflects the world of 1945, which is why many
countries think it's outdated and unfair.

Non-Permanent Members: Ten countries serve two-year terms. They're elected by the UN
General Assembly and distributed by region:

e Africa gets 3 seats

e Asia-Pacific gets 2 seats

e Latin America and Caribbean get 2 seats
e Western Europe and Others get 2 seats



e FEastern Europe gets 1 seat

To get elected as a non-permanent member, a country needs two-thirds of General Assembly
votes in a secret ballot. Elections happen in October, and winners take their seats on January
Ist. After serving their two years, countries can't immediately run again - they have to wait.

Running for a Security Council seat has become like a political campaign. Countries lobby for
years, making promises and emphasizing their peacekeeping contributions to win votes. It's
become quite competitive.

Roles and Responsibilities

The Security Council wears many hats in trying to keep the peace:

Peacekeeping Operations: The Council sends UN peacekeepers to conflict zones around the
world. These blue-helmeted troops monitor ceasefires, protect civilians, and help countries
transition from war to peace. There are currently numerous peacekeeping missions operating
in places like Mali, South Sudan, and the Democratic Republic of Congo.

Imposing Sanctions: When countries misbehave, the Council can impose economic sanctions,
arms embargoes, travel bans, and freeze assets. These are meant to pressure governments or
groups into changing their behavior without dropping bombs. Think of sanctions on North
Korea over its nuclear program or on individuals funding terrorism.

Authorizing Military Force: This is the big one. Under Chapter VII, the Council can authorize
countries to use military force to restore peace. This happened in the Korean War, the Gulf
War in 1991, and Libya in 2011. However, because any P5 member can veto, this power gets
used less often than it probably should.

Fighting Terrorism: Since 9/11, the Council has taken a bigger role in counter-terrorism. It
established committees to monitor terrorist financing and requires countries to cooperate in
tracking down terrorists and preventing attacks.

Creating Special Courts: The Council has set up international criminal tribunals to prosecute
war crimes and genocide. The tribunals for Yugoslavia and Rwanda were created this way. The
Council can also refer situations to the International Criminal Court, even if the country
involved isn't an ICC member.

Preventive Diplomacy: Before things blow up, the Council works on preventing conflicts. It
appoints special envoys, supports peace negotiations, and tries to address problems like human
rights abuses before they explode into full-scale wars.

Protecting Civilians: Increasingly, the Council focuses on protecting civilians caught in
conflicts - addressing war crimes, sexual violence in war zones, and the use of child soldiers.



Conclusion

The UN Security Council is far from perfect. Its structure is outdated, the veto power frustrates
many people, and it often fails to prevent conflicts or atrocities. But it remains the main way
the international community tries to collectively address threats to peace and security.

Despite all its flaws, having a forum where major powers engage diplomatically instead of
militarily has value. The Council provides a mechanism for enforcing international law and
gives legitimacy to collective action. While debates about reforming it will continue,
understanding how the Security Council works is essential for anyone studying international
law. It's where theory meets reality in the messy world of global politics.
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